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FOLHA DE TEXTO  

 
 

RELIGION AS A SUPPORTING IDEOLOGY FOR NATION-BUILDING 

 

The role of religion as a supporting ideology for nation-building can be illustrated with reference to 

Christianity and Islam. Regarding the former, it is important to bear in mind that the division of Western 

Christendom into competing confessions, which was definitively sealed with the Council of Trent, created a 

highly explosive situation when it was combined with the emergence of political units resembling modern 

nation-states.  

In the sixteenth century all across Europe, religion and politics combined in such a way that 

‘religious enemies, their hatred fanned by confessional ideology, became political enemies, and vice versa, 

as people at odds with one another for social or political reasons tended to choose opposing sides religiously 

as well …. Competitions for power, wealth, or land became cosmic struggles between the forces of God and 

Satan’ (Kaplan, 2007, p. 102). In such circumstances, rulers across Europe tended to chose among faiths and 

impose their choice on their subjects, thereby turning religious choice into an attribute of sovereignty.  

Modern European nations were thus ‘imagined communities’ in which civic and sacral allegiances 

had to largely coincide on the national or territorial level. They were built upon the principle that a crucial 

cement holding states together consisted of a shared religion, and that religious division undermined social 

and political unity, if only because religious dissenters were perceived as potential traitors. As kings strove 

for religious unity in their lands, regarding it as the foundation of political unity, they thus came to equate 

orthodoxy with obedience and religious dissent with rebellion (Kaplan, 2007, pp. 102–103).  

As a result, politics became increasingly polarized along confessional lines and, by the early 

seventeenth century, the religious identity of most European states ‘had sunk roots deep enough that it could 

not be overturned’ (Kaplan, 2007, p. 122). As concluded by Pennington (1970, p. 135), ‘Whatever religious 

or material factors may have determined the original spread of the Reformation, the boundaries between 

Catholic and Protestant Europe were eventually drawn by political power’.  

The varieties of confessional Christianity had thus succeeded in supplying governments with 

official ideologies, and in providing large, geographically dispersed communities with common symbols and 

values that became a defining aspect of political identity. Those inhabitants who did not subscribe to the 

official creed and church of their polity could not claim all the privileges of full citizenship and against them 

the harshest regimes could bring the charge of treason when they felt threatened (Pennington, 1970, pp. 110, 

114–115, 121–123, 136; see also Gunn, 1999).  

According to Kaplan (2007, p. 102) again, this ‘fusion of religious and political identity, piety, and 

patriotism’ was a great cause of religious intolerance in early modern Europe. Clearly, the Augsburg 

principle cuius regio, eius religio (‘whose realm, his religion’) had revealed its basic flaw: it was utterly 

dependent ‘on the whims of individual rulers and dynasties that had considerably more concerns than what 

denominations their subjects practiced’ (Naphy, 2007, p. 119).  
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